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As far as most Americans are 
concerned, the launch of a Titan 
II rocket from Vandenberg Air 
Force Base in California on April 
25 might never have taken place. 
Air Force officials were charac- 
teristically close-mouthed about 
the classified mission, refusing 
even to acknowledge its exis- 
tence until after the launch oc- 
curred and then only in a brief 
statement. 

But the veil of secrecy was not 
as impregnable as the Air Force 
might have hoped. In fact, infor- 
mation on both the launch and its 
payload had been publicly dis- 
closed three days previously, and 
by a most unlikely source: Tass 
Radio, an English-language news 
service in Moscow. 

So much for classification. 

In an April 22 broadcast, Tass 
reported that the Air Force was 
about to launch a Titan II rocket 
carrying a “Ferret-D” intelli- 
gence satellite, the third Titan 
launch since 1988. The news ser- 
vice, citing “well-informed 
sources,” said the satellite being 
launched from Vandenberg was 
equipped for “radiotechnical re- 
connaissance” and would be used 
for “spying on the CIS member 
states.” 

Tass's scoop was gleefully de- 
scribed in this month's issue of 
“Secrecy & Government Bulle- 
tin,” a newsletter put out by the 
Federation of American Scien- 
tists, which has been campaign- 
ing for greater openness in gov- 
ernment programs. 

“It's offensive that the Air 
Force would be withholding pre- 
cisely the kind of information that 
Tass was reporting,” said Steven 
Aftergood, who directs the fed- 
eration's anti-secrecy program. 
“If I had called the Air Force and 
asked them if [the Tass report] 
was true, they would have told 
me to get lost.” (The Santa Maria 
Times, which is published near 
Vandenberg, learned of the Air 
Force's launch plans indepen- 
dently and published a report on 
the mission a day after the Tass 
broadcast.) 



Canceled volleyball games at 
Vandenberg Air Force Base precede 
Titan II launches, one reporter says. 

Aftergood contends that gov- 
ernment classification proce- 
dures too often are used to sup- 
press embarrassing or politically 
troublesome information under 
the guise of national security. As 
a result, Aftergood said, the pub- 


lic is robbed of its right to know 
and “respect for the classification 
system is dropping drastically 
. . . . There is an inability to dis- 
tinguish between genuinely sen- 
sitive information and informa- 
tion that's merely politically sen- 
sitive.” 

Maj. Dave Thurston, an Air 
Force spokesman, said that not- 
withstanding Tass's reporting 
efforts, the secrecy surrounding 
the Vandenberg launch was jus- 
tified and remains so today. “Pay- 
load is classified and remains 
classified,” he said. “We classify 
things for a very specific reason. 
There are capabilities that we 
have that contribute to the se- 
curity of the United States. The 
fact that other people try to de- 
termine what those capabilities 
are and publish what they believe 
them to be doesn't mean we have 
to assist them.” 

Thurston acknowledged, how- 
ever, that the shroud of secrecy 
that surrounds such launches fre- 
quently has a few holes. “There 
are a lot of different ways you 
can determine whether there's 
going to be a launch,” he said, 
noting that the 120-foot rockets, 
once positioned for liftoff, often 
can be spotted by passengers on 
the Amtrak line that traverses 
Vandenberg. 

“When you stand up something 
that tall on a launch pad, it's a 
foregone conclusion you're going 
to use it,” he said. 

Christopher Rosche, Washing- 
ton correspondent for the Santa 
Maria Times and a veteran Van- 
denberg watcher, said local re- 
porters have learned to predict 
classified launches by keeping an 
eye on the schedule of Air Force 
volleyball teams, among other 
things. “It's hilarious,” Rosche 
said. “All of a sudden they'll start 
canceling games. You find out 
which days the games have been 
canceled and you know there's 
probably going to be a launch.” 

The Tass scoop, however, 
probably came from an even 
more reliable source: The Rus- 
sian government itself, which is 
routinely notified in advance of 
U.S. satellite launches as a pre- 
caution against nuclear war. 


